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Finding the right path

and her colleagues in establishing the NSF
ADVANCE mentoring alliance. Clearly, they
recognize the challenges facing women acade
micians and the need to build avenues of support.
As a fellow woman academician and admin
istrator in higher education, I find considerable
relevance in the ongoing, urgent need for guid
ance for women in general in advancing their
careers.
After graduating from Emory University
with a Ph.D. in clinical psychology, I initially
plotted a career path that would focus primarily
on establishing a clinical practice. As fate would
have it, my first job offer was as an assistant pro
fessor of psychiatry in a small medical school.
Although I had not initially planned to pursue
a career in academe, I welcomed the opportunity
to teach and build a practice through the medical
school faculty practice plan.
One advantage of being in a small institution
was the ability to quickly demonstrate compe
tence. Without any plan, or clear guidance, I
advanced in my career, but often felt “led” and
“defined” by circumstance. I did not have a road
map and, to some extent, was simply riding the
train wherever it took me.
Looking back, however, I realize I never
really planned a particular career path. Perhaps
I was lucky and happened to land in the right
place at the right time.
Throughout my career, I have found that
many women struggle to find a clear plan or path.
They tend to allow others — or circumstances —
to “define” what the next step may be.
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Staying on track
ONE OF THE MOST TRANSFORMATIVE

JEREMY FLEMING

I COMMEND THE EFFORTS OF LAURA WRIGHT

I was able to take full advantage of all the
opportunities presented to me, and the “train”
actually led me to a place that I believe I was
destined to arrive. Now, as a full professor and
executive vice president and provost at Meharry
Medical College in Nashville, Tenn., I can truly
say that I am headed in the right direction.
My path has been a bit unique, given the
type of institutions I have served, and I still
sometimes reflect on a phrase I often used with
my children: “Mama doesn’t know what she
wants to be when she grows up.”
The NSF ADVANCE program resonates
with me in that I rarely had the benefit of like
minded, similarly destined individuals with
whom to share stories.
There were often times that I longed to
consult with someone who would understand
my frustrations, my challenges and my desire
to find purpose. At all levels there is a need for
camaraderie, and we should all do more to help,
advise, support and push each other forward.
Whereas there are many workshops,
fellowships and academies to “train” and direct
individuals toward a particular career direction,
these opportunities sometimes fall short in pro
viding followup and guidance. A welldefined
mentoring alliance clearly provides a targeted
effort to assist and guide for the long term.
Given my own experiences, I now wish
to help other women who are looking for guid
ance and purpose. Perhaps it is my training as
a psychologist, or my genuine desire to give back.
Regardless, there is a need for building alliances,
identifying and selecting advisors and mentors,
and sharing stories that may help another person
find purpose.
Everyone faces challenges in advancing
their careers, but it surely can make the walk
more pleasant if there is someone to join you
along the way. Therefore, I fully support the
idea of a mentoring alliance and applaud the

efforts of Laura Wright and her colleagues in
providing a resource for women in the sciences.
We should all learn from this and strive to
create opportunities for women in other disci
plines, emulating the model that has now been
established.
— ANGELA WALKER FRANKLIN

The author, a member of Furman’s board
of trustees, earned her degree in psychology
in 1981. She was for many years a professor
and administrator at Morehouse School of
Medicine in Atlanta before moving to Meharry.

experiences of my career came during three
workshops that I attended in the spring of 2005,
while I was pursuing my postdoctoral fellowship
at Rockefeller University in New York City.
The workshops were titled “Making Sure
That Academia Includes You: A CareerBuilding
Workshop for Women in Science.” For three
Saturday mornings, women from multiple
academic ranks — graduate students to junior
faculty members — and from diverse scientific
disciplines gathered to learn about coping and
advancing within maledominated academia.
The workshops, sponsored by the Gender Equity
Project at Hunter College of the City University
of New York and by the New York Academy
of Sciences’ Women Investigator Network,
were intended to help increase productivity
and the likelihood of women receiving tenure
and promotion.
The first session, “Gender and Basic Foun
dations,” uncovered one of the defining lessons
that I took from the program: the need to build
and maintain a circle of advisors.
During this session, we did an exercise where
we listed areas in which we needed mentoring
and advice. As a postdoctoral fellow, I listed
such things as scientific direction, writing papers
and grants, technical help in the laboratory, and
networking in my field. After developing our
lists, we then identified individuals who could
help us in these areas. I included a few of my
postdoctoral colleagues, my husband (who is
also a scientist), and my current postdoctoral
advisor, each beside a different need.

Through this exercise, I immediately realized
that one single person could not — and cannot
— provide advice for every aspect of my career.
Each person on my list had certain abilities (and
time) to advise me in specific areas.
During my days as a biology major at
Furman, I had one advisor, Joe Pollard, who
helped me develop my class schedule and assisted
me in choosing a graduate school. When I
began as a graduate student at Emory University
in cell and developmental biology, I joined the
laboratory of Grace Pavlath to study muscle
development.
The graduate studentmentor relationship
resembles your relationship with your parents,
where you learn about multiple aspects of
scientific training and career development.
A scientific committee directed my progress in
the laboratory, and I garnished additional career
advice through interactions with other faculty
members. However, these relationships tended
to be casual and informal, as opposed to the
ongoing, organized relationships that the Women
Investigator Network workshops promoted.
When I joined the faculty of Yale University
earlier this year as an assistant professor, the
lessons from those workshops suddenly came
flooding back to me.

Faced with many new decisions and respon
sibilities — teaching undergraduates, hiring and
managing technicians, students and postdoctoral
fellows, organizing a laboratory — I remembered
the list of mentors I had generated during the
workshop. I immediately began writing down
the aspects of my new job where I needed advice.
Once I began to make my list, I realized that
I had a network of individuals who could help
me work through these new responsibilities.
Some of them were a part of my formal mentoring
committee in my department, but others were
colleagues from outside the department and from
other institutions.
Each week, one of my former postdoctoral
colleagues and I have an informal video con
ference where we discuss what we do — science
— and how we do it — managing our new jobs
as assistant professors. It is these kinds of
interactions that will help keep me on track
in academia, in keeping with the focus and
the intent of the NSF ADVANCE project.
— VALERIE HORSLEY

A 1998 Furman graduate, the author earned
her Ph.D. from Emory University. Her specialties
are molecular, cell and developmental biology.
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